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What is Family Violence? 


Family violence represents a serious abuse of power 
within family, trust or dependency relationships. It 
strikes at the basic rights of Canadians by preying on 
those who, because of their gender, age, disability or 
dependence, are most vulnerable to abuse. 


Family violence is a serious social and criminal problem 
that can result in the death or disablement of its victims. 
It can involve killing, physical and sexual assault. It also 
involves other forms of abusive behaviour, such as 
emotional abuse, financial exploitation and neglect. 
Family violence has long-lasting psychological effects on 
its victims. The primary victims are women, children 
and seniors. In most cases the offenders are male. 


It is estimated that no fewer than one in ten Canadian 
women is assaulted by her husband or partner; that 
family violence accounts for over 60% of female 
homicides; that 25% of girls and 10% of boys are 
sexually abused before age 16; and that at least 4% of 
elderly persons are victims of some form of significant 
abuse. In a recent survey of aboriginal communities in 
Ontario, 80% of the native women respondents said 
that they had experienced family violence. The survey 
also found that 40% of children in these communities 
_ had been physically abused by a family member. 
Research also indicates that people with disabilities, 
especially women and girls, are frequently victims of 
abuse; 40% of respondents in a survey of adult women 
with disabilities reported being abused sometime in 
their lives. 


Family violence is a societal problem. It reflects such 
attitudes as sexism, ageism and tolerance of violence. 
Family violence affects all age groups, all socioeconomic 
groups, all cultures and all geographic regions. It 
challenges traditional approaches in the areas of 
prevention, protection and treatment. Assisting the 
victims cuts across many service systems and 
institutions, demanding a co-ordinated response to a 
complex need. 


None of us can afford to think of family violence as 
somebody else’s problem. We must act as individuals 
and we must act collectively to end family violence. 
Many Canadians have an opportunity to contribute to 
the prevention of family violence as part of their 
working lives, as social workers, police officers, 
physicians, nurses, teachers, lawyers, journalists, 
volunteers and parents. All Canadians can make a 
difference in their personal lives by acting when 
incidents of violence are known to them and by 
challenging the values and attitudes that underlie 
family violence. 


In the past, family violence was considered to be a 
private matter; now we recognize it as a subject of 
public concern. We know that the consequences of 
family violence are severe and far-reaching. Research 
and clinical reports indicate that family violence 
experienced during childhood may be linked to 
subsequent alcohol and drug abuse, delinquency, 


suicide, juvenile prostitution, running away from home, 
mental health problems and violent crime. Studies have 
shown that men who abuse their wives were often 
themselves abused as children or witnessed the abuse of 
other family members. Similarly, women who are 
victims of wife assault often report that they were 
abused as children or witnessed other family members 
being abused. Reducing the extent of family violence 
will help prevent a broad range of social and criminal 
problems and is a certain investment in the well-being 
of future generations. 


Some may say that "family violence" implies that there 
is something wrong with the family as an institution. 
Eighty-five per cent of Canadians live in family units. 
The family continues to function effectively as the basic 
unit of our society. We know that for most people, the 
family is a place of safety, nurturing and positive values. 
For some families, however, we are increasingly aware 
that this is not the case. 


Historical Perspective 


The physical abuse of children has the longest history of 
public concern. Over the past century, a network of 
child protection services to address this form of abuse 
has been developed in Canada, first by voluntary 
organizations led by pioneers in child advocacy, then by 
provincial governments. 


Since the early 1970s, women’s groups and front-line 
workers have worked hard to bring the issue of wife 
abuse and child sexual abuse to the attention of the 
Canadian public. There have been many changes since 
the early 1970s. For example, the first shelter to offer 
support for women and children escaping from a 
violent home opened in British Columbia in 1972; 
today the number of shelters in Canada exceeds 300. 


As our knowledge about family violence has evolved, it 
has become apparent that older people are also victims 
of family violence. 


Public concern about family violence has increased 
significantly in recent years — so much so that a 1989 
poll found that almost half of those interviewed 
considered family violence as the first or second most 
important social policy issue facing Canada. 


What has the Federal 
Government Done to 
Address this Problem? 


The federal government’s involvement with the issue of 
family violence is long-standing. In the late 1970s and 
the early 1980s, as the magnitude of the problem 
became apparent, the federal government gave greater 


emphasis to family violence and undertook a number of 
activities to address it directly. The following mark some 
important milestones: 


1976 The House of Commons Standing Committee on 
Health, Welfare and Social Affairs held hearings 
and issued a Report on Child Abuse and Neglect. 


1978 Health and Welfare Canada created an Infor- 
mation Program on Child Abuse and Neglect. 


1981 The Ministers of Justice and National Health and 
Welfare established the Committee on Sexual 
Offences Against Children and Youths (the 
Badgley Committee) to explore the dimensions 
of child sexual abuse. 


1982 Health and Welfare Canada set up the National 
Clearinghouse on Family Violence. 


The House of Commons Standing Committee on 
Health, Welfare and Social Affairs tabled a report 
on wife assault, stressing the importance of 
RCMP training, funding for emergency shelters, 
treatment programs for batterers and public 
education. 


1983 The Minister of Justice established the Fraser 
Committee to study the problem of pornography 
and prostitution in Canada. The mandate of the 
committee included examining child 
pornography and juvenile prostitution. 


Federal, provincial and territorial Ministers 
responsible for the status of women established a 
working group on wife battering to make 
recommendations and monitor government 
progress. 


1984 The federal government announced multi- 
departmental initiatives for victims of crime. 


The Ministers of Justice and National Health and 
Welfare received recommendations from the 
Badgley Committee. 


1985 The Minister of Justice received recommen- 
dations from the Fraser Committee. 


The Ministry of the Solicitor General of Canada 
launched an initiative to respond to the problem 
of missing children. 


1986 The federal government announced a five-year, 
$25 million Child Sexual Abuse Initiative in the 
Departments of Justice and National Health and 
Welfare, with the Department of the Solicitor 
General also undertaking activities in this area. 


Health and Welfare Canada created the Family 
Violence Prevention Division to provide central 


coordination for federal family violence activities. 


1987 Rix Rogers was appointed as Special Advisor on 
Child Sexual Abuse reporting to the Minister of 
National Health and Welfare. 


The Minister of Justice announced the Victims of 
Crime Initiative to examine the special needs and 
concerns of victims, including victims of child 
sexual abuse. 


1988 The federal government launched a four-year 
$40 million Family Violence Initiative, including 
a $22 million program (Project Haven) to create 
additional shelter units for battered women and 
their children. 


Legislation (Bill C-15) was proclaimed amending 
the Criminal Code of Canada and the Canada 
Evidence Act, to protect children from sexual 
abuse and facilitate their testimony in court. 


1989 Health and Welfare Canada funded the Ryerson 
Polytechnical Institute to conduct the first major 
Canadian survey on the extent and nature of 
elder abuse. 


Several major consultation meetings and 
conferences were sponsored to obtain recom- 
mendations for long-term national strategies to 
prevent family violence. Representatives from 
federal, provincial and territorial governments 
and the non-governmental sector, including 
women’s groups, child advocacy organizations, 
seniors’ groups, researchers, front-line workers, 
professional associations and special interest 
groups, were involved. 


1990 The Minister of National Health and Welfare 
received Rix Rogers’ report on child sexual 
abuse, Reaching for Solutions. 


The federal, provincial and territorial Ministers 
responsible for the status of women issued a 
Declaration on Violence Against Women. 


How the Federal 
Government Works in 
Partnership with Others 


The federal government continues to be committed to 
helping find ways to prevent family violence and to 
help women, children and seniors who are its victims. 
Non-governmental and government bodies at all levels 
have placed a high priority on addressing family 
violence and together are making significant 
contributions. 


Community and non-governmental organizations 
constitute a critical resource for program delivery. The 
voluntary sector has actively advocated on behalf of 
victims, promoted the prevention of family violence at 
local and national levels, and offered services with the 
assistance of public funds and private contributions. 


Professionals are serving increasing numbers of victims 
and perpetrators of family violence. As a result, they are 
learning how important it is to work together. By 


crossing the traditional professional boundaries of 
responsibility in the criminal justice, health, social 
service, and education systems, they are able to provide 
more responsive prevention and intervention services. 


Provincial and territorial governments (and, where 
delegated, municipal governments) have primary 
responsibility for services to victims, families and 
offenders through the criminal justice, health, social 
service and education systems. The provinces and 
territories play key roles in the prevention and manage- 
ment of family violence. The federal government 
supports many of these activities through transfer 
payments to the provinces and territories, such as block 
funding in the case of health services and various 
cost-sharing arrangements in the case of social services. 
For example, it is estimated that one quarter of the over 
$5 billion provided to the provinces and territories by 
the federal government through the Canada Assistance 
Plan is used for support and services to victims and their 
families. 


Partnership among the various sectors — government, 
volunteer and private — is crucial to enable Canada to 
deal with family violence. Acknowledging the 
seriousness of the problem and the need for collective 
action, the federal government has invested close to 
$21 million to fund 700 projects in partnership with 
other levels of government, voluntary and professional 
organizations and advocacy groups. The involvement of 
so many groups at local, regional and national levels 
across the country has created greater awareness of the 
problem, resulting in increased reporting, more and 
better services and the recognition that co-ordination 
and evaluation are important ingredients of success. 


In addition to these projects, Health and Welfare 
Canada operates the National Clearinghouse on Family 
Violence. The Clearinghouse produces and distributes 
printed resources on all forms of family violence for 
professionals and the public, and operates a toll-free 
telephone service to provide information on programs 
and services across the country. Over 1000 enquiries are 
handled each month. The Clearinghouse also maintains 
a collection of films available to the public through 
offices of the National Film Board. Over 8.5 million 
Canadians have seen these films. This form of 
information sharing with community groups, 
professionals and the Canadian public enhances aware- 
ness of the problem and our capacity to prevent family 
violence. 


A Closer Look at the 
Problems ... and Some 
Answers 

Child Abuse 


"Child abuse" is the mistreatment or neglect of a child 
resulting in injury or significant emotional or psycho- 
logical harm. It includes physical, sexual and emotional 
abuse and/or neglect. The effects of this type of abuse 
are diverse and long-lasting for the victim. 


Child abuse is a complex issue which demands a variety 
of responses. It is also a problem addressed by a number 
of sectors (e.g., justice, health, education and social 
services) and jurisdictions (i.e., provincial, territorial 
and federal). For example, child welfare services fall 
directly under provincial authority. Provinces and 
territories assure the protection of children according to 
the terms of their respective child welfare legislation. 


There are no national statistics for child abuse in 
Canada because each province and territory compiles its 
own figures according to its own definitions. However, 
estimates of incidence based on surveys are disturbingly 
high. For example, the Badgley Report claims that | of 
3 males and 2 of 3 females have been victims of 
unwanted sexual acts and that 80 percent of these acts 
occurred before the victim reached the age of 21. 


The federal government has demonstrated an overall 
concern for the well-being of children and a willingness 
to take action to improve their lives. To this end the 
federal government, in partnership with provincial, 
territorial and municipal governments, non- 
governmental organizations, professional associations 
and individuals, is committed to helping reduce child 
abuse. 


Considerable work related to the prevention of child 
abuse, particularly child sexual abuse, has been under- 
taken by the federal government. In addition to the 
proclamation of amendments to the Criminal Code of 
Canada and the Canada Evidence Act to improve the 
protection of children from sexual abuse (Bill C-15), a 
comprehensive law information program has been 
developed to ensure that Canadians are aware of and 
have access to information about these profound 
changes. Publications include The Secret of the Silver 
Horse, a storybook for children designed to encourage 
disclosure of sexual abuse, a manual for professionals 
on the new legislation, and a booklet for adults 
explaining how to respond to a child’s disclosure. 


A series of unique prevention, protection, treatment 
and research/evaluation projects has been funded under 
the Child Sexual Abuse and Family Violence Initiatives. 
Under these Initiatives, the federal government has 
approved approximately 300 projects on child abuse for 
a total expenditure of $12 million. Major projects 
sponsored include training conferences and workshops 
for professionals working with victims, their families 


and offenders; production of resource materials for 
professionals, volunteers, the clergy, and interested 
others; unique treatment and support programs directed 
at sexually abused children and their families, adult 
survivors, and adolescent sex offenders; and evaluation/ 
monitoring of new programming and legislation. Of 
note are a national conference on the prevention of 
child sexual abuse and the role of school systems in 
teaching prevention, the development of a national 
preventive training package for youth-serving organi- 
zations and their volunteers, and the development of 
guidelines for the diagnosis and treatment of sexually 
transmitted diseases in newborns, children and 
adolescents. 


The results of these projects have enabled community 
groups, front-line professionals, volunteers, and policy 
makers to respond more effectively to the prevention, 
protection and treatment issues related to child abuse. 


Wife Abuse 


Wife abuse is the physical and sexual assault, emotional 
and psychological intimidation, degradation, 
deprivation and exploitation of women by their male 
partners. The physical consequences can include 
bruises, broken bones, disfigurement, even death. Less 
visible are the painful emotional and psychological 
scars. Victims may suffer feelings of terror, depression, 
loss of self-esteem, hopelessness, shame, isolation and 
severe anxiety. Children who witness abusive 
behaviour are also seriously affected. 


While it is clear that no single system can solve the 
problem of family violence, Canada has shown 
leadership in the positive use of the criminal justice 
system to respond to wife assault. The introduction of 
policy statements and guidelines at the federal, 
provincial and municipal levels regarding police 
investigation, and the laying of charges and prosecution 
of wife assault cases has served to emphasize the 
criminal nature of wife abuse and to remove from the 
victim the burden of pressing charges. Police across the 
country have taken action to help ensure that the 
criminal justice response to wife assault is sensitive to 
the dynamics of domestic violence. Many police forces 
now require their officers to charge or arrest assaultive 
spouses. Prosecution policies and guidelines are also in 
place to ensure that charges proceed in court. 


Through the 1988 Family Violence Initiative, the federal 
government has provided support to women’s groups, 
community organizations, and front-line service 
workers for public education and awareness, research, 
training, and community-based projects on wife abuse. 
Examples of projects include regional training 
workshops for front-line health and social service 
workers; the development of lesson plans for teachers to 
help students develop positive, healthy relationships 
with others; and the production of videos and films to 
help raise awareness of women as victims of violence. 
These projects and many others stress the importance of 
considering how societal attitudes about women 
contribute to wife abuse. They have also brought home 


the needs of immigrant and visible minority women 
who may need assistance in sharing information and 
accessing services not immediately geared to them. 


It is important to deal with offenders in a manner that 
will prevent further offences. As part of the Family 
Violence Initiative, the federal Department of Justice 
and the federal Ministry of the Solicitor General 
continue to develop and test treatment programs for 
men who abuse their partners. 


Improving the protection of Canadian women and their 
children by increasing the number of shelters for 
battered women is another critical component of the 
federal Family Violence Initiative. Through Project 
Haven, which is administered by the Canada Mortgage 
and Housing Corporation, approximately 450 shelter 
units will be created by 1992. These units, which are 
expected to provide safe short-term accommodation for 
23 000 more women and children a year, involve 
partnerships with non-profit groups and the provincial 
and territorial governments. Over 90 of the shelter units 
will serve Indian women on reserves with the assistance 
of operational funding from the federal Department of 
Indian Affairs and Northern Development. 


Elder Abuse 


Elder abuse is harm caused to an adult who is 
vulnerable primarily or partly due to age. The definition 
includes physical abuse and neglect, financial 
exploitation and psychological abuse. 


The tremendous increase in the number of Canadians 
over 65 years of age has resulted in a corresponding 
increase in the number of people who are personally 
and professionally involved in and concerned about the 
issues related to aging. While elder abuse has probably 
existed throughout history, it has only recently begun 
to receive public attention in Canada. 


A major challenge in responding to elder abuse is the 
reluctance of seniors to report or admit to having been 
victimized by their own children, other family members 
or their caregivers because of feelings of shame or fear 
of retaliation or abandonment. It is not easy for victims 
to find help to stop the abuse. Members of the general 
public and professionals working with older people may 
also have difficulty in identifying elder abuse and 
getting help for victims. Recognition of the seriousness 
of elder abuse and the need to address it is nevertheless 
increasing. 


In partnership with seniors’ organizations, other 
community groups working with seniors, professional 
associations, educational institutions, and all levels of 
government, various activities have been undertaken to 
address elder abuse. The federal government, through 
the 1988 Family Violence Initiative, the Seniors 
Secretariat, and such programs as New Horizons and 
the Seniors Independence Program, has been involved 
in creating positive messages about seniors and aging. It 
has also promoted a greater awareness of the issue by 
assisting groups and communities to explore ways to 


improve the quality of life of seniors. Fifty projects, 
totalling $1.7 million, have been funded on elder abuse, 
including the country-wide Ryerson survey, a major 
elder abuse workshop, and support to a provincial 
interdisciplinary committee to study effective ways to 
address the problem. 


Abuse of People with Disabilities 


People with disabilities are particularly vulnerable to 
abuse because they may depend on others who provide 
them with care. They may be susceptible to violence by 
partners, caregivers, neighbours, relatives and strangers. 
Forms of violence to which they are subjected include 
physical and sexual assault, neglect, confinement, 
intimidation and environmental deprivation. Although 
much of the information about the victimization of 
people with disabilities is anecdotal, the results of early 
studies have been alarming. For example, a 1988 survey 
conducted by the DisAbled Women’s Network to 
investigate the needs of Canadian women with 
disabilities found that 40% of all respondents had been 
raped, abused or assaulted. The rates for women with 
multiple disabilities were even higher. 


Several organizations representing the interests of 
disabled persons have carried out projects with the 
assistance of federal funding. Research conducted by 
The DisAbled Women’s Network (DAWN) on the extent 
of violence against disabled women included a survey 
on accessibility of rape crisis centres and transition 
houses. The survey revealed that these facilities are 
often physically inaccessible to women with disabilities 
and that staff are frequently unaware of the special 
needs of these women. DAWN is currently developing a 
manual that will provide detailed information on how 
to improve services to women with disabilities. The 
Advocacy Resource Centre for the Handicapped was 
assisted in producing a legal rights manual for disabled 
persons, and federal funding was provided to strengthen 
Victims of Violence, a national organization which 
supports people disabled as a result of violence. 


Aboriginal Family Violence 


Studies suggest that family violence is more prevalent in 
aboriginal communities than in other communities. 


Aboriginal people do not view the problem as one of an 
offender-victim relationship so much as one of com- 
munity dysfunction, of which family violence is but one 
symptom. 


Consequently, solutions are viewed in terms of a 
holistic, community-wide healing process which must 
be planned, developed and implemented by and with 
aboriginal people. At present, many social service 
personnel on reserves find that they have neither the 
training nor the resources to deal with the dramatic 
increase in the number of disclosures of physical or 
sexual abuse. 


Indian communities want to empower themselves to 

resolve their own problems. To achieve this end, they 
require-long term commitment from the government 
and their own leadership. 


As part of the Family Violence and Child Sexual Abuse 
Initiatives, $7 million was allotted to the funding of 
short-term community-based projects related to family 
violence in Indian and Inuit communities. More than 
180 projects, focusing on public awareness, training, 
community workshops, and research and program 
development, have been funded in native communities 
across Canada. Perhaps most important, however, is the 
fact that communities are beginning to find for 
themselves the solutions that are most appropriate to 
their own needs. 


Violence in Immigrant, Ethno- 
cultural and Vistble Minority 
Families 


The issue of family violence is the same for immigrant, 
ethnocultural and visible minority families as it is for 
other Canadian families. However,these groups may be 
especially vulnerable because family violence infor- 
mation and programs may, for a number of reasons, be 
either inaccessible or inappropriate for them. 


Many immigrants, especially immigrant women, do not 
speak either one of Canada’s two official languages and 
so do not have access to information or services. They 
may be unaware of their legal rights and they may not 
know about services for victims of family violence. But 
even with this information, linguistic isolation may 
prevent them from using existing services and programs. 


Immigrants may lack family networks here in Canada 
and thus lack the protection and support that such 
networks can provide. For immigrant women, going to 
parents or other important family members may be the 
only culturally acceptable escape from abusive 
situations. Immigrant seniors may be economically or 
emotionally dependent on their children because their 
children sponsored them for immigration to Canada, 
and they may fear that seeking help could lead to 
deportation. 


Members of minority communities, immigrant or not, 
may not seek help because the services reflect cultural 
values that are different from their own. Victims of 
family violence may be fearful of services they do not 
understand. Services and shelters may not be sensitive 
to, or have the capability to respond to, the needs of 
minority victims. Victims may face ostracism by their 
own communities for seeking outside help. Women 
may see divorce or separation as unacceptable solutions 
to family violence, no matter how severe the abuse 
becomes. 


Through the 1988 Family Violence Initiative, the federal 
government is beginning to work with the National 
Organization of Immigrant and Visible Minority 
Women on the issue of wife assault to help develop 
strategies that will meet the needs of immigrant, 


refugee and visible minority women. The National 
Clearinghouse on Family Violence is producing a 
monograph on the needs of immigrant and visible 
minority communities, giving some examples of how 
services can be delivered in a way that is sensitive to 
diverse linguistic and cultural needs. 


Looking to the Future - 
A Call to Action 


Much has been done to improve Canada’s ability to 


recognize and deal with the problems of family violence. 


In launching a new initiative on family violence, the 
federal government recognizes the need for continued 
commitment to prevent family violence and help the 
women, children, seniors and others who are its 
victims. We won't see an end to family violence until 
we recognize that every one of us has a role to play. We 
have to challenge the attitudes and values that 
perpetuate family violence. We have to be prepared to 
take action when we know someone is being hurt or 
threatened. We have to consider how our individual 
actions help or hinder victims, and we have to break 
down the barriers which prevent us from working 
together. Ending family violence will take more than 
government action. First and foremost, it is up to us, as 
individuals and as a society, to accept responsibility for 
the prevention of family violence. 


For further information, contact: 


Family Violence Prevention Division 
Social Service Programs Branch 
Health and Welfare Canada 

Ottawa, Ontario 


KIA 1B5 
Telephone 1-800-267-1291 or locally 957-2938 
Fax 1-613-957-4247 
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